
The perception of homelessness in the United States 
extends beyond the unsheltered adults seen in 
metropolitan areas. Homelessness impacts not only 
the individual but also the persons and environments 
associated with the individual. Nearly one-quarter of 
homeless persons are children under the age of 18 
(Henry, Cortes & Morris, 2013). The impact of 
homelessness among children and youth creates 
several adverse effects in the systems in which they 
exist.
In the school setting, homeless children are more likely 
to have lower academic outcomes, decrease interest in 
academic achievement, poor nutritional intake, and an 
increase in behavioral problems and mental health 
diagnoses (Canfield, 2014). Prior to the mid-1980s, 
homelessness was not deemed a federal issue. 
However, proponents for such legislation eventually 
created laws and programs that catered to people who 
were homeless (Mckinney-vento act, 2006). The 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act has become 
a key factor to creating and implementing change in 
the lives of all homeless persons, but the concern of 
children and youth created an awareness that would 
otherwise be unaddressed.
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The McKinney Vento Homeless Assistance Act (MVA) was designed to address the issues associated 
with homelessness. Specific legislation characterized homeless children and youth as the following:

“Individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence, including (1) those who 
share housing with other persons due to lack of housing, financial hardship, or a similar reason; (2) 
those who live in motels, hotels, trailer parks or camping grounds due to a lack of alternative 
adequate accommodations; (3) those who live in emergency or transitional shelters; (4) those who 
have been abandoned in hospitals; (5) those who are awaiting foster placement; (6) those who have 
a primary nighttime residence that is not designed or usually used as a regular sleeping 
accommodation for humans; (7) those who live in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, 
substandard housing, bus or train station, or similar settings; and (8) those migratory children who 
are living in circumstances described above” (Massat, Kelley & Constable, 2016).

The legislation ensures homeless children and youth are give the same opportunities and services 
available in order to thrive in the public school setting. The effectiveness of the MVA relies heavily on its 
facilitation and implementation by school social workers. It is imperative for school social workers to 
understand the biopsychosocial factors that influence the children not only in school but also in their 
lives outside of school (Canfield, 2014). 

• The perceptions of homelessness
• Accurate identification of homeless children 

and youth
• Cultural competence of school social workers 

and school professionals 
• Insufficient Funding
• Lack of response to the causes of 

homelessness
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• Private schools are not required to report 
identified homeless children and youth. 

• The data set of homeless children and 
youth is only based on reported cases.

• There are limited resources for rural, 
homeless children and youth. 

• Establishment of stable housing
• Education and Employment Opportunities for every 

family member
• A needs assessment of every family member
• Address any trauma or unresolved issues affecting 

the family
• Provision of supports for the family 
• Training of all school personnel and professionals 

on how to recognize homeless children and youth
• Increase cultural proficiency among school social 

worker and/or homeless liaisons
• Continue research on the effectiveness and efficacy 

of the MVA 
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